A Sense of Place
A common theme of the book is that indigenous peoples are particularly vulnerable to the logic of water development. Water projects, with their institutional bureaucracies and techno-bureaucratic language, are generally based on economic and political considerations from outside the area where the water is to be developed. Indigenous peoples, operating with different sets of cultural values, are seen as needing to maintain control of their localities if they are to resist threats to the integrity and continuity of their ways of life. The loss of water robs these communities of their historical identities, of the way people view their past, and, ultimately, of the personal and communal satisfaction of living off the land.
These clashes of values also reflect different prescriptive modes: water as commons, or kinship use; water as state property, or tributary use; and water as private property, or market use. More broadly, a community value of water can be contrasted with the increasingly dominant commodity value of water, whether state-or privately-owned.
Water, Culture, and Power is a valuable contribution to the growing literature on resource policy and development that challenges the commodity value perspective in assessing the costs and impacts of specific projects. Although the 15 essays in this anthology cover a wide range of topics, places, and disciplinary perspectives, there is also an overall coherence to the analyses. This is provided primarily through the concluding "Food for Thought" sections of each chapter, which seek to weave in the common themes of place-based cultural or community values as factors that also need to be recognized and "valued." The book's primary shortcoming, shared with other cultural and anthropological works on resource and development topics, is the disjunction between the analysis of the loss of value and a more dynamic view of the rapidly changing circumstances surrounding large-scale water development projects. The need to recognize the importance of place, or the need for an "ethic of place" in water policy, ultimately requires a different "ethic of use." Such a reorientation of water policy is possible in a new era where the big water development projects are becoming increasingly problematic. The challenge, for both the community and commodity views of water, is to establish a framework where this ethic of use can prevail.
